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			Chapter One

			If cleanliness was next to godliness, then Olivia Lively’s chances of a heavenly afterlife were slim. 

			Sitting at her desk in the Lively Investigations office, Liv sliced open yet another envelope, scanned the contents, and placed the invoice in her to-do tray. The stack of papers tilted at a precarious angle, and when she reached for the next piece of mail, her elbow grazed the paperwork. Correspondence slithered off the desk and onto the floor. 

			Liv scowled. It was official. She’d filled her inbox to overflowing. 

			In the mellow, late-afternoon light falling through the room’s dusty window, the room looked like a hoarder’s den. Old takeout containers filled the trash bin. Lipstick-stained coffee cups cluttered the area around the coffee machine. A disorganized stack of case folders teetered next to the credenza. Notebooks, invoices, and hastily-scribbled sticky notes littered the desktop. 

			She bent to retrieve the fallen correspondence and tossed the disorganized handful onto the desktop. A shiny, slippery postcard advertising an amateur dance contest at a local strip club skittered toward the edge of the desk. She snagged it, held it up, and scanned the closeup of a woman’s shapely thigh cinched with a purple garter belt. A little, gold, triangular charm dangled from the satin elastic. Typeset in a garish, golden-yellow font, the copy announced “All ladies welcome!!! $500 in Cash and Prizes!!!”

			“Good to know I have options if this private investigation thing doesn’t work out,” she muttered aloud as she tossed the postcard in the bin and reached for the next letter in the pile. 

			The mess represented more than simple growing pains for her one-woman firm in Portland, Maine. Riding high on her big win in the recent Tedeschi-Falwell plagiarism case, she’d foolishly accepted more work than she could handle alone. 

			Now she was floundering. Drowning in cases. Caught in the sucking vortex of her own success. 

			If you don’t hire some help soon, Lively Investigations will fail. 

			She believed the voice in her head. Unfortunately, her cash-flow trickled at the moment, despite all the new clients and publicity. She didn’t have time to work on the cases she’d accepted plus handle administrative tasks like invoicing. Paying bills eroded her account balances even further. At the end of the day, she couldn’t afford a temp, let alone a full-time assistant. 

			She was thirty years old and in pretty good shape thanks to yoga and a daily run around Portland’s Back Cove, but after weeks of craziness following her last case as well as the arrest of her slimy ex-boyfriend Rob Mickelson, she wasn’t feeling or looking her best. 

			Too much caffeine. Too many takeout meals. Not enough Veuve Clicquot. 

			She scraped at a dried blob of ketchup on her L’Agence dark-wash jeans. She wore them with a blue-striped, ruffled shirt, a tangle of delicate gold necklaces, and pumps. Her brunette pixie cut was in need of a trim. She’d chewed off her red lipstick hours ago. Her mascaraed eyes burned. 

			She leaned back in chair, crossed the navy Ferragamo pumps on top of the desk, and rubbed her fingers over her eyelids. You can’t go on like this. 

			Working ten- and twelve-hour days just to keep up, she’d given up all semblance of a private life. Case in point: the previous Thursday, she’d called Jasper, her boyfriend of three months, to cancel yet another date. 

			

			He teased her. “Are you trying to break up with me?” 

			“Very funny.” She kept him on speakerphone as she continued to scan an investigation report for typos. It was due the following day to attorney Patrick Ledeau who had become one of her best clients. She corrected a comma splice and hit save. “This is just a rough patch,” she said. “It’ll get better soon.”

			He hesitated a beat too long. “I want to believe you.” 

			Irritation shot through her. As an on-call cardiothoracic surgeon, he sometimes canceled dates or cut them short. He didn’t apologize for it, and she didn’t expect him to. She wanted the same kind of respect. For her. For her work. For her goals.

			Society allowed a man to prioritize his work while expecting a woman to prioritize her relationships. 

			The double-standard infuriated her.

			“Believe it. Don’t believe it,” she’d snapped. “That’s up to you.”

			“Hey. Joking. I don’t want to fight with you, Liv.”

			She addressed an email to Patrick, attached the report, and hit send. “Good. Me, either.”

			A pause. “Are you typing?” 

			“Just sending an email. I’m all yours now.” 

			Another pause. “If only that were true.” His tone was wistful, and guilt slammed into her gut. 

			The real kicker was she didn’t know if she even wanted to be. All his. All anybody’s. Ever. 

			After another minute of stilted conversation they hung up, no good-night, nothing resolved. 

			The following morning he’d shown up at her apartment with flowers and a double-espresso latte. Without a word, she’d opened the door wide, and they’d practically combusted when they kissed. 

			“See,” she’d murmured against his mouth. “Absence makes perfect.” 

			He’d laughed at her malaphor, scooped her up. Two hours later, he’d left placated, but wary. Since then, tension quivered between them like a guitar string plucked by a frustrated hand. 

			

			Now in the stuffy confines of her gross office, she sniffed and caught a whiff of failure in the air. 

			Or maybe it was just that her Chanel No. 5 had worn off. 

			Giving up on the stack of endless paperwork, Liv reached instead for the cleaning spray. If she failed—if they found her dead at her desk with a stack of overdue bills at her elbow and an overdrawn account at the bank, the victim of her own poor choices—at least her office would be tidy. 

			And she’d storm those pearly gates after all. 

			[image: ]

			Singing along with her favorite Puccini arias, she spent the next hour stacking papers into neater piles and wiping surfaces free of grime. She washed and dried coffee mugs and arranged them next to the coffee maker. She ran her little red carpet sweeper over the floor. Finally, wrinkling her nose, she tied up the reeking trash bag. She pulled the bag from the bin and lugged it through the reception room toward the office door. She held the bag at arm’s length and lunged into the short, dim hallway. 

			And smacked into a wall. 

			A six-foot four-inch wall dressed in beige chinos and a light blue polo shirt. 

			Liv ricocheted and stumbled backward in her heels. She grabbed the doorframe as the trash bag tumbled to the floor. Her heart thudded. A memory of her sleazy ex, Rob Mickelson, accosting her in this very hallway flashed through her mind, but when she looked up, she recognized a friendly and familiar face. 

			“Donovan Ferguson! What are you doing lurking in my hallway?”

			“I wasn’t lurking. I came by to ask you for a favor.” He looked at the trash bag. “But maybe this isn’t a good time?” 

			She unlatched her fingers from the doorframe and straightened. Her heart rate slowed. She ran a hand through her hair and hoped he wouldn’t notice the ketchup stain on her jeans. 

			“It’s, uh, fine.” She bent down and lifted the bag. “Housekeeping day. Let me get rid of this, and I’ll meet you in my office. Straight through reception to the second room. Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right back.” 

			She tossed the bag into the dumpster. A swarm of flies rose into the air. The rusty, metal door creaked and shut with a bang, and the flies dispersed. She hustled back to the office where she found Van struggling to open the window. Her face heated. 

			“I’ll get that. You sit.” She threw the safety bolt and cranked the window. “Want some coffee?” 

			He took a seat in front of her desk. “Sure. Black’s fine.” 

			She popped a K-cup into the machine. “This is a surprise. It’s been, what, nine—ten months since we’ve seen each other?” 

			“Has it been that long?” He propped an ankle on his knee. “Time flies, I guess.”

			They’d grown up in the same West End neighborhood, attended the same K-12 day school, and bonded as slightly off-kilter, non-athletic kids in high school. She guessed he’d had a crush on her, but she’d always gone for the bad boys. Last fall, she ran into him at a Coyne School fundraiser, and he invited her to lunch to catch up. 

			They met at Nosh, a quirky cafe on Congress Street. Van brought his dog, a light-brown, curly-haired mix named Busterdoodle, and they’d sat outside enjoying bacon-dusted fries, soaking up the autumn sun, and chatting about old times. She’d decided Van and dog were well matched: beige and slightly goofy. Basically harmless.

			The French roast spluttered. She held the mug out to him. “So, how’re you doing?”

			He took it by the proffered handle. “Okay. You?” 

			“Good.” She sat behind her desk. “Lots of business ever since that Mason Falwell thing this spring.” 

			“I heard about that. Congratulations.”

			

			“Thank you.” She crossed her legs. “Are you still at Holt & Compton?”

			He shrugged. “It’s a good company.”

			That was another thing about Van, she thought. No adventurous spirit. He’d joined the environmental engineering firm right after graduate school and was now in middle management. He’d married someone a few years ago—a social worker—and moved into an upscale subdivision in a posh coastal town just north of the city. 

			Her mother still mentioned how Liv had let Van “get away.” She told Tiffany she didn’t consider it a loss.

			“How’s Alice?” Liv asked now. 

			Van winced. “Actually, that’s why I’m here. I think she’s cheating on me,” he said. “With my brother.”

			Liv felt her mouth drop open. “With Alby? You’re kidding.” 

			“I wish I was joking, but I’m afraid it’s true.” 

			Albert “Alby” Ferguson was Van’s older brother. She remembered him from high school, two years ahead of them. Lacrosse star. Prom king. Golden boy. The parents had doted on the eldest son, she recalled, while Van had been treated like an afterthought. Like Prince Harry, Liv thought. A spare. 

			She noticed Van’s hand trembled as he sipped his coffee. Poor guy. Distress seeped out his pores like sweat. 

			“I hope I’m wrong,” he said. “Last night she told me she decided to take a two-week vacation up at the chalet. Said she enrolled in an online writing class and needed to be alone. I don’t believe her. I think she’s going to meet him. Could you drive up to Carry Over on Monday, stay for a few days, and check things out?”

			“Oh, I don’t know, Van.” Liv recalled the family’s summer home and the small lake, Duckbill Pond, situated at the foot of the mountains in Carry Over Township. It was at least three hours north of Portland. Plus mixing business and friendship could be tricky. “I’m really swamped right now.” 

			“Turn it into a vacation. There’s a cabin for rent right across the lake from our place. I know the owner. I’ve already called, and it’s available next week. I can make the arrangements as soon as you say yes.” 

			“It’s kind of last minute.” 

			“Five thousand dollars.” 

			Liv’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s too much!” 

			“No, it’s not. I’m asking for a week of your time, on short notice. It’s totally worth it. To me.” Tears filled his eyes. “This is my marriage we’re talking about, Liv. It’s obvious you’re busy, and this is sudden, so I’m willing to compensate you for the inconvenience. Just say the word, and I’ll write you a check for two-thousand right now.” He pulled a checkbook from his pants pocket. “Three grand more when you give me your final report. Will you help me?” 

			She hesitated. She had no time to go trotting up to east puckerbrush or wherever, but she did a quick calculation in her head and realized the amount he’d offered wasn’t so extreme for an entire week of her time. Five-thousand dollars would fix her cash-flow problem. She’d be able to hire an assistant, at least for the summer. 

			Tempting, she thought. Very tempting. 

			“Let me take a look at my schedule.” She opened her calendar app and scanned her calendar. With a little creative rearranging and a couple all-nighters this week, it might be doable. Zeroing in on one item, she made a face. 

			Except for Tuesday evening.

			Jasper’s parents were flying in from the Midwest, and he’d made dinner reservations at Fore Street, one of Portland’s excellent restaurants. She squinted at the screen and calculated whether or not she could make the trip from Carry Over to Portland and back again without compromising the job. 

			Three hours on the road to get to Portland. A couple hours for dinner. Then coffee at Jasper’s place before driving those three hours back.

			Plenty of time for Alice to engage in a romantic rendezvous.

			It wouldn’t work. She couldn’t take Van’s money and disappear for eleven or twelve hours during prime cinq à sept time. The corners of her mouth curved up. She loved the French colloquialism for an extramarital tryst, finding it both elegant and descriptive. Jasper, however, wouldn’t be amused when she told him she couldn’t make it to dinner.

			Her smile faded. She’d deal with it. She’d make him understand that she had to sacrifice her personal life for her business sometimes, especially now that she was on the cusp of real success.

			Lively Investigations had to come first, she’d explain, and she’d promise to make it up to him later. Somehow. Any way he wanted. 

			She turned from the screen. “I’ll do it.” She handed Van a pen. 

			“Listen,” she added as he filled in the amount and signed his name. “If I had to bet, I’d say the chances Alice and Alby are doing the nasty are slim to none.”

			“Noted.”

			“But she could be meeting someone else up there. In which case, you’d want to know, right?” 

			He ripped off the check, handed it to her. “Definitely. I need to know what I’m dealing with so I can fix my marriage.”

			Fixing a marriage rarely began with hiring an investigator, Liv thought, but with five-thousand dollars on the line, she’d be wise to keep that thought to herself.

			Later, when everything went sideways, she wondered if she should have said something after all. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Liv pulled a notebook from a drawer and asked Van the first of many uncomfortable but necessary questions. “What made you suspect Alice was seeing someone else?”

			“She’s been acting weird. Distracted.” He paused. His shoulders drooped. “Flushed.”

			“Maybe she started going to a tanning salon.” 

			He squirmed. “Not that kind of flushed.”

			Liv nodded, chagrined to have caused him further distress. She was getting punchy, and it showed. “Um, okay. Is there anything else that makes you think she’s having an affair? Phone calls she takes in the other room? Odd expenses on the credit cards?”

			“Not really,” Van mumbled. 

			“Well there must be someth—”

			“She stopped sleeping with me, okay?” Van rubbed his face. “This is so awkward.” 

			“I’ve heard it all, believe me.” 

			Van’s knee jiggled. Blotches on his skin rose from the collar of his polo shirt, covering his neck. 

			Liv pretended not to notice, kept her tone neutral. “Let’s assume she is having an affair and that’s why she stopped sleeping with you. Why Alby? Isn’t he married?” 

			“Divorced. Since December. He and Emsley finalized right before Christmas.”

			“Oh. I hadn’t heard.” 

			

			Albert Ferguson had married an artist, she recalled—a somewhat reclusive sculptor if she remembered correctly. They were both active in the Portland art scene. 

			The story of Alby Ferguson’s success was legendary in town. When he was in his mid-twenties, eight years ago or thereabouts, he’d made a fortune on Wall Street. The specifics were murky. He cashed in, moved home to Portland, and opened an art gallery in the Old Port. He appeared in Portland’s society columns, perfectly attired, smiling into the camera at this or that fundraiser, charity auction, art opening, or performance, sometimes with his wife, sometimes with friends. 

			The idea of Alby Ferguson having an affair with his sister-in-law seemed far-fetched. 

			She must have looked skeptical because Van said, “I know how crazy this sounds, but I have proof. Well, sort of.” 

			“Yeah?” Liv kept her pen poised above the notepad. “Shoot.” 

			“Thursdays are a half-day at her office. Several times she mentioned seeing a friend after work, but she didn’t specify who. Last Thursday, I saw them together. Alby and Alice. I happened to be near her office building around noon and saw her get into his car. She came home for dinner and never said a word about meeting him. That’s when I knew.”

			“You just happened to be outside her office building at the time she got off work?”

			Van looked sheepish. “Okay, full-disclosure. I wanted to see this friend for myself, so I went to the sandwich shop across the street and waited for Alice to leave work. I sat at a table near the window to watch. She stood on the sidewalk, Alby’s car pulled up at the curb, and she hopped in.”

			“Did you confront her? That night, I mean?” 

			“No.” He sighed. “This is my wife and my brother we’re talking about. If I accuse them of… of… this and I’m wrong, it will be a total mess. That’s why I’m hiring you. Maybe I’m imagining things. Fine. Great. They’ll never know I suspected them. I’ll forget about it, and we can get on with our lives.”

			Sure, Liv thought. But your marriage will still suck. 

			She uncrossed her legs, reminded herself not to be judgmental. As someone who’d dated more than her share of damaged men, she was the last person to pass judgment. 

			“Is there anything else?” 

			“Yes. When she told me about going to Carry Over, I questioned her about the class. Before now, she’d never mentioned taking up writing. As far as I know it’s never been an interest of hers. She mumbled something about creative outlets and turning thirty, blah blah blah. I’m pretty sure it’s just an excuse to meet Alby.”

			Liv frowned. “Maybe your attitude explains the bedroom troubles.”

			The splotches spread to his cheeks. “I’m a good husband!”

			“I’m sorry. I’m sure you are.” 

			She watched the tension drain from his shoulders, the color in his cheeks subside. 

			“Anyway,” he said, “It sounded pretty suspicious to me. We do have internet at the chalet, but not DSL. It’s slow. Goes in and out a lot. Taking an online class would be difficult.”

			Liv took a note. “Could she use a hot-spot with her phone?”

			“No cell service. We’ve called the provider many times, but they say there’s nothing they can do. There are lots of dead spots up there in the woods. The chalet happens to be in one. Don’t worry, though. The cabin you’ll be staying in gets a decent signal. Most of the time. At least that’s what the owner tells me.” 

			“The chalet has a landline, I assume?”

			“Yes.”

			“Okay. Let’s think this through a bit. You said she’s planning to be there for two weeks. Have you talked to Alby? I mean, do you know if he’s going to be out of town, too?”

			“I haven’t asked him. We don’t talk that much.” 

			“Fair enough.” Their conversation evolved into reminiscing about high school and band and other classmates, and Liv felt an unusual glow of nostalgia. A half-hour later, she showed Van to the door. 

			As they walked through the dreary reception room, she noticed the slight limp in Van’s left leg. He’d sustained a knee injury playing football with his older, stronger brother as a pre-teen, she remembered. Because of that injury, he’d never been an athlete in high school and had gravitated toward music instead. Alby, meanwhile, earned trophies and attention for his physical prowess.

			She mused now on the vicissitudes of life, the chance circumstances that set you on your path. They reached the door, and Van thanked her again. He gave her a bear-hug and she patted his back. “I really hope you’re wrong about this, Van.”

			He stepped away, face glum. “Yeah, me, too.”
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			She pulled an all-nighter. 

			After depositing Van’s check into her bank account, Liv zipped over to Whole Foods for a salad and a large energy drink. She ate the meal at her desk, Mozart’s Don Giovanni soaring from her computer speaker, while scanning Alice Ferguson’s sparse social media profiles. She was an infrequent poster. 

			A few photos of Busterdoodle and Van. Someone’s birthday party with cake and candles. Pictures of the beach, of waves crashing against a rock pier, of sunsets. Flowers in a backyard border. A motivational saying on a pink background. A plate of charcuterie. A meme from The Office. A meme from Gilmore Girls. A photo and post about a French Country armoire. A recipe for tortellini soup. Just basic bland stuff posted by someone without much interest in social media.

			Liv could relate. She kept a bare-bones business page for Lively Investigations that included an address, a phone number, and a link to her website but not much else. So much on socials was vapid. When it wasn’t, it was cringy. At worst, it was incriminating. 

			People had no idea how much information an investigator—or a bad actor—could gather and use against them just from a few social media profiles. Not to mention the creepers she called the “Hello Dear Guys.” 

			She scrolled down the feed, finding no pics or mentions of Alby except one family shot of the Ferguson clan in front of a giant Christmas tree. Parents Gavin and Tanya with Alby, Van and Alice, plus aunts and uncles and assorted cousins. 

			Everyone wore matching L.L.Bean flannel shirts and grinned big toothy smiles at the camera. Busterdoodle, tongue lolling out halfway to his chest, and a couple of more dignified brown Labradors sat at their feet. 

			They looked, she thought, like an aspirational, downeast Maine version of the Kennedys. 

			Liv took notes on the legal pad. She flipped the page and copied names from Alice’s list of friends. Maybe there were rumors going around regarding Van and Alice’s marriage. People—not just women—loved to gossip. She’d found men to be just as chatty as their female counterparts, but of course the stereotype of the gossipy woman persisted. 

			Misogyny springs eternal, she thought, tapping her fingers on top of her desk and frowning at the list. It was shorter than you’d expect for someone in the Ferguson’s social sphere. 

			Alice kept to herself, it seemed. Or she didn’t make friends easily. Or, unlike most people these days, she kept her private life private. 

			In other words, Alice might be just the kind of person capable of conducting an extramarital affair and keeping it under wraps. 

			Liv labeled a manila file folder, placed her notes into it, and slid the folder aside. Switching to digital filing was another task she could give an assistant. 

			A sharp pain stabbed her neck, and she realized she’d been staring at the screen, focused and still, for too long. If she wanted to make it through the night, she’d better get up and move. 

			She stood and cycled through a few yoga poses. Sun salutation. Lion’s breath. Triangle. Feeling looser—but also sleepier—she sucked down a cup of coffee before tackling the mound of paperwork on her desk. 

			By 2 a.m. she’d organized everything into piles, topped each pile with a neon-colored sticky note, and paid all the bills. Ignoring the renewed tightness in her shoulders, she sent second notices on overdue invoices to several pokey clients. When that was done, she emailed her current clients and, citing an emergency, pushed deadlines back a week. For the inconvenience, she offered an apology and a ten percent discount on her services for the rest of the year. 

			Maybe that was overkill, she thought, but reputation and word-of-mouth mattered. If any of her clients said they couldn’t wait, she’d refer them to another agency. 

			But it would kill her to do it. 

			Just before sunrise and punchy with exhaustion, she called it quits. 

			She’d made a huge dent in her work and still had a couple days to tidy up loose ends before she left for Carry Over on Saturday morning. Satisfied with her progress, she locked the door to the office and walked down the dim, narrow hall feeling lightheaded and strangely buoyant. 

			Low, security-only lights cast gloomy shadows in the cavernous Fiber Fox Cooperative makerspace from whom she rented her office suite. She strode past the off-set printers, weaving looms, and rows of industrial sewing machines, her heels echoing on the worn wood floor boards, but she felt secure. Fiber artist and entrepreneur Amanda Fox had finally taken Liv’s advice and installed outside lights, surveillance cameras, and a good alarm system.

			The first pink light of morning tinged the sky as she stepped into the parking lot. She breathed in the morning air, the scent of the ocean carried in on cool, summer currents, and felt happiness swell like a balloon in her chest. Yes, she’d been brought up by her hospital administrator father and socialite mother to enter into a privileged and cushy adulthood after college, but she’d fought for independence and a grittier, more satisfying career as a female private investigator instead.

			Sure, there were challenges—like growing too fast and overextending herself—but she possessed the determination and intelligence to meet those challenges and thrive. What were a few nights of lost sleep if it meant a boost to Lively Investigations? She thought of her business as her baby. She’d do whatever she could to ensure it survived and grew into the boutique agency she envisioned.

			Liv allowed herself a moment of giddy, exhausted pride as she crossed the shabby parking lot toward her car. A seagull screeched from its perch on the dumpster. It was then she remembered she’d have to break the news about Tuesday to Jasper. Her mood deflated.

			She’d think about that later, she decided, slipping into the car. She yawned and pulled out of the lot. Right now, she just needed some sleep. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Her cell’s ringtone woke her from a deep sleep. She thrust out her hand, scrabbled for the phone, and opened one eye to check the display. Nine-twenty a.m. Ugh. She put the phone to her ear. “H’lo.” 

			“Why didn’t you tell me Jasper’s parents will be in Maine next week?” 

			Liv wiggled to a sitting position and rubbed her face. “Hi, Mom.” 

			With just over four hours of sleep and another long day ahead of her, the last thing she needed was to argue with Tiffany. She winced. “I didn’t know you’d be interested?” 

			As expected, the voice on the other end rose two octaves. “Of course we’re interested! I could have planned a nice dinner for the six of us. The Temples will think we’re rude. Honestly, Olivia, sometimes I wonder about you.”

			That made two of them. 

			Liv kept her voice to a placating sotto voce. “They aren’t going to think you’re rude. They’re coming here in order to spend time with their son, not me. Certainly not you and Dad.” 

			Tiffany’s signature gold bangles clinked. “You sound weird. Are you still in bed?” 

			“I was literally up all night. Working. I got home just before sunrise.”

			Silence. Liv dreaded a lecture about sleep hygiene and wrinkles, but Tiffany let it drop. Her mother was nothing if not focused. “Do they know about you?” 

			“Who? Jasper’s parents? Yesssss.” 

			“And do they know your family lives in Portland?” 

			“I suppose so.”

			“Then they want to meet us.” Paper rustled as Tiffany flipped through her datebook. “What does their schedule look like? Maybe there’s still time to salvage the situation.” 

			Liv slumped against her pillows, put her phone onto the bed, and silently screamed. She picked it up again. “That’s a nice thought, but it’s not going to work.”

			“Why not?” 

			“Because I’m going out of town next week.” 

			A beat. “You’re going out of town next week.”

			“I just got a big case. It’s not ideal timing, but the situation requires immediate attention. I’m heading up north Saturday morning, and I’ll be there all week.”

			“How convenient. Have you told Jasper?”

			“Tonight. I’ll tell him tonight.” Or tomorrow. Yeah, tomorrow would be better. 

			Silence. 

			“It’s a very important case,” Liv repeated. 

			“Well, if it’s really important…” 

			The sarcasm grated on Liv’s already jumpy nerves. She felt like she was thirteen again, sparring with Tiffany about clothes or black eyeliner or skipping her sailing lessons in order to go to the arcade in Old Orchard Beach with a public school boy she met at Hot Topic in the mall.

			Liv knew Tiffany disapproved of her private investigation business, an occupation she regarded as one step below cleaning toilets for a living, but would it kill her to be supportive once in a while? 

			“Mom, I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t tell you about Jasper’s parents because I was worried about meeting them. And then I got this case yesterday and it’s…”

			

			“Important. Yes, you’ve been quite clear.” Tiffany’s bracelets clinked again. Her voice was cool. “Why don’t you want to meet them?” 

			“I don’t know. It’s, uh, so soon. We’ve only been dating since April. Just over three months. What if it doesn’t work out?” 

			The cool evaporated. Alarm sounded in the older woman’s voice. “Why wouldn’t it work out? What have you done now?” 

			“I haven’t done anything. I’m just not sure it’s going to be a long-term kind of thing.” 

			Tiffany sighed and Liv pictured her disappointed frown. “Olivia, listen to me. You’re thirty years old. Most of your friends are married already, starting families. Look at Ashleigh. It’s time for you to grow up, take on some adult responsibilities, and settle down.”

			Liv made a face. Her best friend, Ashleigh, was pregnant. With twins. Lately, she’d been so focused on all things maternity and babies, their girl’s nights out and shopping weekends and marathon phone conversations had dwindled to texts and occasional brief and unsatisfactory calls. 

			Hurt stabbed at Liv’s heart. Tiffany always did have a knack for hitting the sore points. She pushed back. “Just because I’m not ready to make a life-long commitment to a man you happen to like,” Liv told her mother, “doesn’t mean I’m not responsible.”

			“You’re being immature and selfish. As usual.” 

			“And as usual, you’re upset because I’m not doing exactly what you want, when you want.”

			“Did you ever stop to think it’s because I’m worried about you? I want you to be safe. I want you to be taken care of. Is that so horrible?”

			Guilt softened Liv’s response. She supposed this was Tiffany’s way of showing love. What was that stuff Ashleigh always talked about, love languages? Something about recognizing the other person’s preferred way of expressing and receiving love like touch or quality time. Normal ways like that. 

			

			Her mother, Liv thought, had developed a love language all her own: benevolent harassment. 

			“Mom, I appreciate that. I really do, but I can take care of myself. I have to live life my own way.”

			“Oh, believe me, I’m aware.” 

			Mother and daughter sighed in unison. A few seconds ticked by. Finally, Tiffany broke the silence. “If there’s a problem between you and Jasper, you should talk to him about it. Nothing good comes from keeping secrets. Believe me, I have stories.” 

			“You have stories? What kind of stories?” 

			Tiffany ignored that question. “Jasper’s a good man, Olivia Rose. Take my advice for once. Talk to him.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			“Omigod, what is that stench?” Liv dropped a canvas grocery bag by the door of Jasper’s apartment and put fingers beneath her nose. It was Friday, late afternoon. They’d planned to spend the evening together at his place after a hectic work week for both of them. Though they’d spoken on the phones several times, she still hadn’t told Jasper about her upcoming trip.

			Jasper, chopping something on a large cutting board in the galley kitchen, turned his head to grin at her. “Kimchi. I’m experimenting with a new recipe. Don’t worry. You don’t need to eat it.” 

			Tall and gangly with dark, tousled hair and blue eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled, Dr. Jasper Temple looked more like a television doctor than a real one. Her parents had played matchmaker in the spring, and despite Liv’s initial doubts, she’d been able to give the good doctor—and commitment—a chance. 

			At least, she was trying.

			They shared a love of the X-Files, cryptozoology, and all things sci-fi, supernatural, and strange. She liked that he knew his way around the kitchen. He liked that she knew her way around the bedroom. They complemented each other, she thought, but sometimes she worried. Uneasiness crept into her like fog.

			She took off her shoes and crossed the floor in bare feet. The tile was cool against her hot soles. Jasper watched her with a gleam in his eyes as she sashayed toward him in her little white linen dress. She felt weak at the knees. Even a little dizzy because, despite her misgivings, he had that effect on her.

			Or else it was the fish sauce. 

			She made a face, deflecting her emotions with humor as she approached. Fumes rose from the prep surface in front of him. “Ugh. It smells like Lucifer’s outhouse in here.”

			“Nice comparison,” he said. “Classy.”

			“Sorry.” She tilted her head up for a kiss. “Just thought you should know.” 

			He smiled. After bending down to brush her lips with his, Jasper went back to slicing scallions, easily manipulating the chef’s knife with his large hand. 

			A crockery bowl filled with diced daikon radishes, carrots, ginger, red pepper flakes and garlic—along with the Korean fish sauce and fermented shrimp—sat on the kitchen’s trendy concrete counter. Another bowl off to the side contained salted cabbage. Glass canning jars gleamed on the drying rack, ready to be filled. 

			She wrapped her arms around his waist, pressed her cheek against his back. “That’s a lotta cabbage. You’re really getting into this pickling thing, huh?”

			“Thanks to you.” 

			He was barefoot as well and comfortable in jeans and a white button down shirt. She was pleased to see he’d tied the linen chef’s apron over his clothes. She’d commissioned it from Amanda Fox. On the apron front, a stylized graphic of a human heart accompanied the words, “My Heart Beats for You, Doc.” 

			She’d presented the apron to him on his birthday in June along with a book on lacto-fermentation she’d found while combing the shelves of a tiny culinary bookstore in Boston. 

			Since then he’d been obsessed. He’d experimented with pickles, sauerkraut, dilly beans, and several kimchi recipes, looking for the perfect blend of spices and heat. Glass jars lined a couple shelves of his pantry already. 

			

			She peered around his arm as he picked up a crooked brown root. “More ginger?” she said.

			“Yeah. I think so. Going by smell.” 

			“Are you sure you haven’t burned your nasal receptors into oblivion?” 

			“What do you know about nasal receptors?” 

			She put her face against his back again. “Don’t forget, my dad’s been in the hospital biz my whole life. I grew up tripping over med journals. I was the first girl in my class to know what a prolapsed uterus was.” 

			He laughed. She swatted his backside before stepping to the refrigerator. “Ah, goodie!” She grabbed a chilled, pink-labeled bottle of Veuve Clicquot Brut Rosé and took it to the counter to remove the foil and cage. 

			She popped the cork, filled a wine glass, and leaned a hip on the counter to watch him massage the seasoning paste into the cabbage. Remembering what she had to tell him, dread welled up inside her. 

			Maybe her bad news would go over better after some wine and food. 

			And sex. 

			But only after he’d showered the stench of fish sauce off him. 

			“I’m gonna open some windows and air this place out,” she told him. She carried her glass from the galley kitchen to the combination dining and living area. Here, a brick wall with two tall windows faced Portland’s working waterfront just across Commercial Street. The original exposed beams and pipes added to the industrial vibe of the former shipping warehouse. 

			A large-screen TV faced a sectional couch in distressed leather, and on another wall, floor to ceiling bookshelves held an impressive collection of sci-fi and fantasy novels along with medical books and cryptozoology accounts. 

			Near the books, a full-sized skeletal model named Horace held a cigar between his grinning teeth. Jasper had covered Horace’s round skull with a jaunty Portland Sea Dogs cap. Liv wandered over and adjusted the cap for no other reason than nerves. She tapped the flute with her fingernails. She knew she had to tell Jasper about her impending trip up north. Her chest tightened, and suddenly she found it hard to breathe.

			She strode to the windows and opened them as much as they’d go. She took a deep, cleansing breath as a salt-tinged breeze stirred the floor-length, white sheer curtains.

			From this vantage point, she could see boats chugging in the harbor and several islands out in the bay. The ferry churned toward the terminal at the end of Franklin Street while seagulls wheeled overhead. A soft, haze of clouds low on the horizon hinted at a nice sunset. 

			An idea came to her. “Hey,” she called, turning her back to the window. “Looks like a nice sunset. Why don’t we pack a picnic and go out on the ferry? We can get some ice-cream on Cliff Island, maybe see some seals if we’re lucky.” 

			In the kitchen, a drawer opened and shut. “Sounds like fun,” Jasper said, “but my parents fly in on Monday, remember? I thought we’d do the ferry thing that night.” 

			Guilt gnawed at her chest like some radioactive rodent. He wanted this visit to be special, and she was going to spoil everything. But it couldn’t be helped, she told herself. Five thousand dollars was too much to pass up. “That sounds nice,” she said, her voice faint.

			She heard glass jars rattling and then a self-conscious chuckle. “Just wait until my mother finds out I’ve been making pickles. For fun, no less. Her eyes are going to pop out when she sees the pantry.”

			“Mmm-hmmm.”

			He wandered into the room. Even wiping his hands on a dish towel and smelling like fermented fish guts, he radiated good, clean, All-American Boy Scout. She felt sick when he added, “They’re very excited to meet you, by the way.”

			

			She winced.

			“Don’t worry. They’re gonna love you.” He walked over and gave her shoulders a squeeze. She had to force herself not to shrug his hands off her. A wild feeling came over her, like she wanted to race to the door and fly away and not look back.

			She took a deep breath and gathered her courage. If she didn’t tell him now, when he’d given her the perfect moment, it would make things much worse later on. “It’s not that. I have to tell you something, and you’re not going to like it.” 

			His hands dropped from her shoulders, and his voice went wary. “What is it?” 

			“I can’t make it on Tuesday. Something’s come up.”

			He stared at her for a second. “You’re bailing.” He said it as a statement, not even questioning it. 

			“I’m not bailing. Well, I am, but not the way you think. I have to go up north to this place called Carry Over Township. I’ll be gone the whole week.” 

			“What for?”

			“A case.”

			“Right.” Jasper stepped away from her, threw the towel over his shoulder, and stalked toward the kitchen. “Whatever, Liv.”

			She followed him. “Look, I know you really wanted me to meet your parents, but this came up suddenly, and the guy’s desperate. He’s an old friend. He needs my help.” 

			She didn’t want to tell him that Lively Investigations—that she—needed money. Maybe it was pride or ego or whatever, but she wanted to be self-sufficient. Taking Van’s case solved the problem. Jasper didn’t have to like it. In fact, she kind of resented having to explain herself to him. 

			“What am I supposed to tell my parents?” 

			“The truth. That I had to go away for work.”

			“So you want me to lie.” 

			“No, I…” She narrowed her eyes. “Wait a minute. You think I’m making this up?”

			

			“I don’t know, Liv. What I think is that you’re freaked out about meeting my parents and found a convenient reason to cancel. Couldn’t you drive home Tuesday afternoon and head back up Wednesday morning?”

			She pointed at him around her near-empty glass of pink bubbly. “One, I’ve been hired to watch and report on someone’s activities. It’s a three-hour trip—each way. That leaves too much of a time gap for this job. And two, yeah, okay. You’re right. I think it’s too soon to meet your parents. There. I said it. We’ve only been dating three months. You’re pushing me.” 

			“I’ve met your parents,” he countered. He turned, picked up the knife, and began chopping again. 

			“That doesn’t count. You met my parents before you met me, and the three of you conspired…” 

			He interrupted. “Fine. You made your point.” He put the knife down on the counter. “I’m really disappointed. This is the first time my folks have been to Maine. I took a few days off from work to show them around, and I really wanted you to meet them.”

			“I’m sure they’d rather spend time alone with you. I’ll meet them next time. What’s the big hurry?” 

			“It’s just dinner, Olivia. Not a marriage proposal.” 

			A silence, heavy and fraught, fell between them. Finally, she said, “I know you’re upset, and I’m sorry, but I’m not going to change my mind. I’m doing this for my business. It’s important to me.” 

			“More important than I am, obviously.” His mouth tightened. He wiped his hands on the apron. “I’m going to take a shower.” 

			“Do you want me to stay?” 

			“Do what you want. That’s how you operate anyway.” 

			He scraped the vegetables into a bowl, put the bowl in the refrigerator, and slammed the door shut. She crossed her arms as he untied his apron, balled it up in his hands, and threw it onto the counter. 

			She heard him stomp up the stairs to the primary bed and bath suite, listened as the water blasted from the tile shower system’s rainfall head and multiple sprays. 

			She could stick around, she thought. Could try to cajole and appease him after he cooled off. But she really didn’t want to talk to him any more. She frowned. If he couldn’t understand her business was just as important to her as his career was to him, then too bad. He could spend the evening alone packing kimchi into glass jars and see how he liked it. 

			She hoped he’d be satisfied with his solitary—and stinky—Friday evening. 

			She rinsed her glass and left it to dry on the small metal rack next to the sink. She put on her shoes and picked up her canvas bag and went home. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			The next morning, Saturday, Liv woke early and packed for her week at the lake. 

			She gathered a true crime book she’d been wanting to read plus notebooks, pens, and a journal Ashleigh had given her for her last birthday. Maybe she’d actually try writing about her thoughts and feelings every morning as Ash suggested. 

			Remembering her fight with Jasper, she made a strangled noise in the back of her throat. She felt guilty for bolting the previous night, on top of feeling guilty for reneging on dinner with his parents. 

			To be honest with herself, she knew he was right about her. She wasn’t all in on the relationship, no matter what she claimed and how hard she tried. If keeping a diary helped her figure out why she couldn’t totally commit, it might be worth the time and effort. Jasper might be worth the effort. 

			Suddenly, she missed him. The missing felt like a small ache in the space between her ribs. She wondered if he was still in bed, if he was lying awake thinking about her, missing her. Regretting the fight, as well. Part of her wished she could go to him, slide into bed and curl up at his side, run a hand along his hip and kiss the tender spot at the nape of his neck…

			Let it go, her impatient inner voice scolded. You have work to do. 

			She grimaced and set the journal on top of the book. The damage was done. Best to concentrate on the case, earn the money she needed, and worry about making up with Jasper later. 

			She gathered her laptop, a tablet computer, and a few key pieces of investigative equipment. Binoculars. A camcorder. Power banks. Extra phone. Cords. Sig P365 handgun and holster. She placed all these into her travel bag—smooth, luxurious chestnut leather—and set the bag beside the door. A small cross-body held her usual wallet, keys, pepper spray, and lipstick. 

			She’d begun folding clothes into one of her late grandmother’s vintage Louis Vuitton suitcases when the door buzzed. She strode down the hall and peeked at the monitor screen she’d installed next to the door. Her heart thumped when she saw Jasper standing outside, a morose look on his face. She pressed the button to let him in, heard him bounding up the two flights of stairs two steps at a time, and opened the door. 

			“Hey,” he said, huffing mightily as he reached the landing. “Glad I caught you. Can I come in?” 

			She stepped aside. Now that he was here, her doubts came rushing back. She gave him a wary look. “I’m packing.” 

			“Can we talk about last night?” He followed her to the bedroom. He smelled good, like expensive cologne and fabric softener. Her body hummed in response.

			So she wouldn’t throw herself into his arms, she turned her back and placed a pair of jean shorts into the suitcase. She folded her favorite Ralph Lauren sweater, the one with the dog on the front, and put that on top of the shorts. “If you have something to say, say it.” 

			“Are you going to look at me?”

			She whirled, hands on hips. “Okay, I’m looking.” 

			He was still breathing hard from his dash up the stairs. Boy needed to do more cardio, she thought. 

			He cleared his throat. “Look. I’m still upset, but I didn’t want you to go away for a week with this hanging between us. I’m sorry about how I reacted last night. I was surprised. I thought we were on the same page here.”

			She tried to sidle around him. “’Scuse me. I need some socks.”

			He grabbed her by the hips and held her still and looked her in the eyes so intently she couldn’t look away. He pleaded. “I’m sorry if I misread your signals or that you misread mine. I thought I was very clear about my intentions all along. I want to be in a committed relationship. With you.” He shook his head. “No. That’s not right.” 

			“You don’t want to be in a relationship with me?” she said. 

			“I want to get married.” 

			Still anchored to him at the waist, she reared her head back and stared at him. “You’re joking.” 

			He laughed at the look on her face. “Not right this minute or even this year, but yes. I guess I need to know we’re heading in that direction.” 

			She had no idea what to say. He took that as an opening. He slid an arm up to her shoulders and pulled her closer again. He felt warm and strong and forceful, and she melted just a little. He said, “I’m crazy about you, Olivia Lively. I think you’re a little bit crazy about me, too. Meeting my parents seemed like the next logical step.”

			Desperate for clarity of mind—which was pretty impossible smooshed up hip to hip like that—Liv shrugged herself out of his grasp and stepped back. “Jasper…”

			“Don’t say anything right now. I know you aren’t ready. I didn’t know it yesterday, but now I do. We haven’t really talked about our timetable, and…”

			“Our timetable? It’s only been three months!” 

			“You’re right. After you left last night, I realized I’d been a jerk. We should have talked. I should have told you what I was thinking and given you the chance to do the same. That’s why I’m here. I wanted to catch you before you left so that I could tell you I’m fine with the status quo, at least for now. I’m sorry I shut down instead of talking this out with you last night. That was stupid of me.”

			

			“And I’m sorry I bailed at the last minute.” 

			“Apology accepted.” He moved close to her again, put his arms around her. “From now on, we talk when we have a problem, okay? I can see us building a life together, and part of that is learning how to disagree without blowing up the entire relationship. We won’t always be on the same page, but we do have to communicate.” 

			She snorted but stayed in his arms. “And that’s why you came over here this morning? To tell me we need to communicate?” 

			“Yes. That.” He maneuvered her closer to the bed. “And we have unfinished business.”

			She arched her eyebrows and teased, “Unfinished business like figuring out how to make this right with your parents? Maybe we can fly out and visit them this fall? I’d love to see where you grew up. Plus, you know, crop circles.”

			“Shhhh.” He kissed her, long and deep, leaving her breathless. He pulled away just enough to search her eyes. “So…we good?” 

			Liv felt uneasy, but she nodded. “Uh-huh.” 

			“Good. Because you left last night before we got to the hot stuff.” He let go of her, grabbed the suitcase from the bed, and placed it on the floor. Without warning, he pushed her onto the bright colors of her summer comforter.

			She squeaked and sat up on her elbows. “Hot stuff like the kimchi?”

			“No. Not like the kimchi.”

			She grinned as he settled on top of her. His lips hovered above hers. 

			She whispered, “Well, what then?”

			He kissed her again
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